







help book for teens 


I over 


creating 


tor teens 


a workbook to transform 
your relationship with 
food using cbt, mindfulness 
& intuitive eating 


* cope with 


feelings 


* find healthy 
ways to fill up 

* increase 
self-esteem 


ANDREA WACHTER. LMFT 










GETTING OVER OVEREATING FOR TEENS 


17 

facts to the max 

Many people think that their thoughts are facts when, in fact, their thoughts are just thoughts! 
Here’s an example of how this confusion happens: Jasmine is getting dressed for school. When 
she looks at herself in the mirror, she has thoughts like, I’m so ugly. My hair looks gross. My 
nose is too big. And she thinks those thoughts are facts. She doesn’t realize that they are her 
thoughts and not the truth. They might feel like her truth, but they are not the truth. 

If Jasmine brought her attention to actual facts, she would look in the mirror and see that 
her shirt was blue, her hair was in a ponytail, and her earrings were silver. Facts are real and 
cannot be denied. Thoughts, judgments, and stories can be different for everyone. If you are 
sitting on a red couch, one person might think the couch is ugly, and one person might think it’s 
nice. The fact is that it’s a red couch. 
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The unkind mind is made up of thoughts, judgments, and stories. And it is usually the 
unkind mind that gets people to overeat. So focusing on the facts can really help quiet down that 
unkind mind, which will then quiet down the need to overeat! 

for you to do 

Take a moment to notice some facts that are around you right now. What do you see with your 
eyes? What do you feel with your hands or your feet? What sounds do you hear? 

For example: I see my cat. I feel the carpet under my feet. I hear birds and someone playing 
music in another room. (These are facts. Notice how there are no judgments about the facts. 
Judgments would be things like “rough” or “squishy” carpet or “loud” or “quiet” music.) 

Now see if you can give it a try: 
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more to do 

This week, try bringing your attention to the facts as much as you can. And for extra credit, you 
can practice when you’re looking in the mirror. When you look at your reflection, try paying 
attention to the facts, instead of thoughts and judgments. 
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shrinking black-and-white thinking 

Black-and-white thinking is a common pattern for people who struggle with overeating. This is 
when you think of things in extremes and leave very little room for middle ground, and it can 
show up in lots of areas: eating, relationships, school, chores, exercise—you name it! It tends to 
kick in the most when our emotions are really strong. It can be harder to think sanely and wisely 
when we’re riding a big wave of emotion. 

We learn black-and-white thinking from lots of places. Our culture, for sure, gives us some 
pretty extreme messages about food. We have supersized portions on one end and strict diet 
rules on the other. Sometimes we learn black-and-white thinking from others who think this 
way. Maybe someone says he’s totally going to quit a bad habit and then keeps doing it every 
day. Or a friend gets a C on her history test and decides that there’s no point in studying. These 
extreme behaviors can feel very confusing. 
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Black-and-white thinking sets us up for failure. If we think we shouldn’t eat any ice cream, 
it’s easy to think, I blew it. I might as well eat the whole carton and start again tomorrow. 

The alternative to black-and-white thinking is rainbow thinking, where you open your mind 
and consider all kinds of options between the two extremes. You let go of thinking in terms of all 
or nothing, always or never, good or bad, perfect or a failure, and you try to live life more in the 
middle of the road with balance and flexibility. 

for you to do 

Take a look at these examples of black-and-white thinking. Circle any extremes you find yourself 
thinking, and then feel free to write any other examples of your own. 
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/ shouldn't eat any cookies. 

I'm going to keep my room really dean. 

My life is great because something 
great happened. 

I'm not eating any carts today. 

I have to get an A in math. 

I need to be perfect to be loved. 


Forget it. I’m eating the ivhole box. 

My room is a total mess. 

My life is horrible because I had a really 
hard day. 

I'll just eat a bunch of carbs today and won't 
have any tomorrow. 

I totally blew it on my math test. I can't 
do anything right. 

I'm a total loser. 
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more to do 

Now let’s do some rainbow thinking. For each pair of extremes, look at your black-and-white 
thinking and stretch your mind to come up with a second option that falls between the two. 
(There can be lots of options, but for now, let’s go for two.) 

Extreme: / shouldn’t eat any cookies. 
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Extreme: / shouldn't eat any cookies. 

Extreme: Forget it, I'm eating the whole box. 

Rainbow: It's fine for me to enjoy a cookie. 

Rainbow:_ 

Extreme: I'm going to keep my room really clean. 

Extreme: My room is a total mess. 

Rainbow: I'll clean one area of my room every day this week. 
Rainbow:_ 

Extreme: My life is great because something great happened. 
Extreme: My life is horrible because I had a really hard day. 

Rainbow: It's just one thing on one day, and things will get better. 
Rainbow:_ 
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Extreme: I'm not eating any carbs today. 

Extreme: I'll just eat a bunch of carbs today and ivon't have any tomorrow. 
Rainbow: / won’t gain weight from one sandwich. 

Rainbow:_ 

Extreme: / have to get an A in math. 

Extreme: I totally blew it on my math test. I can't do anything right. 
Rainbow: / don’t have to do perfect in every single class to get a good CPA. 
Rainbow:_ 

Extreme: I need to be perfect to be loved. 

Extreme: I'm a total loser. 

Rainbow: / love my friends and family, and they're not perfect. 

Rainbow:_ 
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See if you can come up with some other areas in your life where you are doing black-and- 
white thinking, and then come up with two (or more) options in the rainbow. 
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Extreme: 
Extreme:. 

Rainbow: 

Rainbow: 

Extreme:. 
Extreme:. 

Rainbow: 

Rainbow: 

Extreme:. 
Extreme: 

Rainbow: 

Rainbow: 
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using your voice for the power of choice 

Chances are, you have a strong part of you that wants to overeat sometimes. (That’s probably 
why you’re reading this book.) Chances are you also have a part of you that wants to stop 
overeating. (Also why you picked up this book!) Most people who struggle with overeating (or 
any addiction, for that matter) have two parts that battle: the part that wants to numb out with 
food and the part that wants to be able to eat healthy amounts and feel better. 

The part of you that wants to overeat is like a salesperson for food. It’ll probably always try to 
get you to eat all the stuff it wants to eat. Its job is to try to protect you from painful feelings and 
give you some good feelings with yummy, sweet, creamy, crunchy food. This salesperson is not 
likely to bring up the painful consequences or the horrible ways that overeating leaves you 
feeling. I call this part your “inner overeater.” 
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The part that is reading this book is your “healthy self.” This part probably has some 
important reasons why it wants you to look at your relationship with food. It really helps to get 
to know and grow this healthy part of you. Nobody else is going to convince you to stop 
overeating. This is between you and you! Getting over overeating is about your relationship to 
food and your body. But your healthy self can start to have a word or two with your inner 
overeater. And when a healthy self talks to an inner overeater, it’s kind, compassionate, and 
loving. A healthy self is not critical and mean. That’s what got you into this in the first place. We 
don’t get over something the same way we got into it. Self-hate probably had a part in getting 
you to overeat, and self-kindness will help you stop. 

Let’s see if we can get to know a bit about both of these parts of you: your healthy self and 
your inner overeater. (And don’t worry, we all have different parts and different internal voices. 
Sometimes it’s as simple as one part of you thinking you should do your homework and another 
part wanting to eat the rest of the cookies before anyone else does.) As you practice hearing 
from both parts, you’ll have more choices when your inner overeater pops up. So let’s use your 
voice for the power of choice! 
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for you to do 

Try to imagine what the inner overeater in you looks like. In the space below, draw whatever 
image comes up. (Zero artistic skills needed by the way!) 
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Now see if you can imagine what your healthy self looks like, and draw that image in this 
space. 
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Now see if you can give each part an age and a name. 

For example: 

Sixteen-year-old Jessie drew her inner overeater wearing baggy sweatpants, with her 
head hanging low. She imagined a younger version of herself, like around ten years old. This 
was the age Jessie was when she first started struggling with food and weight. She named her 
inner overeater Jess, the nickname she had as a kid. When Jessie drew her healthy self, that 
part looked more confident, and she guessed that part to be in her twenties. She named her 
healthy self the same name she has now, Jessie, but she said it was the “free, confident” part of 
herself. 

There is no right or wrong here; just go with whatever ideas pop up for you. 

more to do 

Now let’s try a written conversation between both parts. (Any length is fine, and whatever comes 
up is just right. This is about getting to know yourself better and turning this into a back-and- 
forth conversation rather than letting your inner overeater control you.) 
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For example: 

Inner Overeater: I want to finish off all the leftovers in the fridge before anyone gets home. 

Healthy Self: I know you do, but I’m sick of feeling stuffed and bloated. And someone will 
notice and probably say something, and then we’ll feel ashamed on top of feeling sick. What’s 
really going on? 

Inner Overeater: / don’t want to deal with stuff. It’s too hard. 

Healthy Self: Yeah, but your way I have to deal with gaining weight and feeling sick and 
feeling terrible about my body. It’s not like we don’t have to deal with stuff when I let you 
make all the decisions. We have to deal with even more stuff when I listen to you! 

Inner Overeater: / just want to eat whatever I want and however much I want. 

Healthy Self: I know, but we need to learn how to eat in normal amounts. I feel horrible 
when I listen to you. 

Inner Overeater: / just want to chill on the couch and eat and not care about anyone or anything. 
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I want to just do whatever I want! 

Healthy Self: I know. Life is hard sometimes, and there’s a lot of stuff we have to do every 
day, but your idea of chilling feels really bad when we’re done. How about we see if anyone’s 
around to do something, or play a game, or get outside? 

Okay, now your turn. See what your inner overeater has to say, and then let your healthy self 
respond with compassion, kindness, and wisdom. You can go back and forth as many times as 
you want; just try to let your healthy self have the last word! 
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Inner Overeater: 


Healthy Self: 


Inner Overeater: 


Healthy Self: 


Inner Overeater: 


Healthy Self: 
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beware—it’s unfair to compare! 

It’s so easy and tempting to compare ourselves to others. We might see a picture of someone 
and make up a whole story about that person’s life. We might see someone at school, or even a 
stranger on the street, and our minds start doing their thing, making up stories and comparing 
ourselves to those stories. 

Many teens (and adults too) make up stories about how great someone else’s life is and how 
not great their own life is. But the truth is that everyone, no matter how they appear on the 
outside, has problems. That’s just the deal in life. So when we compare ourselves to others, 
we’re comparing a single screenshot of them with a single screenshot of ourselves, and we often 
forget to factor in the rest of the pictures. (Not to mention the airbrushing!) 

Even if someone is really happy right now, it doesn’t mean she’s always happy. That’s not 
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possible! And even if someone is really struggling right now, that doesn’t mean he’ll always be 
struggling, because things change. That’s how life works. 

for you to do 

Can you think of anyone you’ve compared yourself to and then realized that person has ups and 
downs just like we all do? Maybe you thought someone was “better” than you or had a “perfect” 
life, and then you found out he had lots of problems too. Or maybe you thought someone was 
always unhappy but then learned that she had some happy times also. 

Here’s what one teen wrote on comparing: 

I used to be really jealous of this girl in my class who was so skinny and pretty. I thought 
her life was perfect. Then I found out she had anorexia and was in the hospital, and she ended 
up missing the rest of the school year. I see her once in a while now and she's pretty shy and 
quiet so I don’t really know how she’s doing, but I do know her life isn’t perfect like I thought it 
was. 

Okay, your turn. Write about your comparing here: 
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What could you say to yourself to help you feel better? 
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more to do 

When people compare themselves to others, they usually end up feeling bad about themselves. 
They really believe their comparisons, even without knowing for sure if they’re true. So the next 
time you catch yourself making up a story about how perfect someone else’s life is or how 
horrible your life will always be, try this cool reminder: 
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I have no clue if that's true! 

Writing something down can help you remember it. On the lines below, copy this sentence 
three times: 

I have no clue if that's true! 


When you find yourself starting to compare, repeat it to yourself. 
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upgrading your internal soundtrack 

Most teens spend a lot of time listening to all kinds of stuff on their electronic gadgets, whether 
it’s songs, podcasts, or other recorded messages. But what about the soundtracks in our minds 
that we listen to all the time? We all have minds to deal with, and we get to choose what “tracks” 
we want to keep replaying. 

In this activity, you’ll learn about three different internal soundtracks. You’ll be able to 
identify which one you spend the most time listening to and hopefully make an upgrade if you 
need one. 

■ Critical Soundtrack. This is when your thinking is unkind, angry, or even hateful. People 
who play this track are constantly beating themselves up. Instead of learning from their 
mistakes, they use their mistakes to confirm that they’re not okay or not good enough. 
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They’re very unforgiving and they forget that all human beings are imperfect. Even when 
they do succeed, they tend to keep their focus on what they think is not okay about 
themselves or what they haven’t done yet. Ouch! 

Careless Soundtrack. This is the opposite extreme of the critical soundtrack and usually 
leads to procrastination and depression. It often sounds like “Why bother?” or “What’s 
the point?” A careless internal soundtrack often convinces people to avoid taking care of 
their responsibilities and come up with lots of reasons not to do what they’re supposed to 
do. People listening to this internal track might also speak to themselves unkindly, but 
this track doesn’t usually motivate them to take action. They tend to think, It doesn’t 
matter anyway. 

Caring Soundtrack. A caring soundtrack is kind and respectful. People with this internal 
track don’t expect themselves to be perfect. They encourage and motivate themselves by 
being supportive and caring. On the other hand, they don’t just let things slide, like those 
listening to a careless track do. If they get stuck, they aren’t distracted by self-criticism or 
depression. Instead, they shift into problem solving, trying to figure out what kind of help 
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they need in order to move forward. Regularly playing and turning up the volume on this 
soundtrack will change the quality of your life for the better! 

Since we’re complex human beings, most people don’t have only one internal soundtrack 
playing. But people who struggle with overeating tend to have very loud critical and careless 
tracks, so the goal is to quiet those down and turn up the volume on the caring track. 

for you to do 

Here’s an example of how each internal soundtrack might look in real life: 

Let’s say your room is a complete mess and you’ve been telling yourself for weeks that you 
need to clean it up. (Your parents have been telling you too!) 

Someone with a critical soundtrack would beat herself up about it. She might feel bad about 
herself every time she walks into her room. She might even call herself mean names like “pig” or 
“slob.” 

Someone with a careless soundtrack might say, “Whatever,” and just keep blowing it off and 
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thinking of all kinds of reasons to avoid cleaning his room. He still might feel bad about it, but it 
wouldn’t get him to take any action. 

A person with a caring soundtrack might think, I know it feels overwhelming, but if I just 
start with one pile I can make a dent. lean even ask someone for help or listen to music while I 
do it to get me motivated. 

Circle the internal soundtrack that seems most familiar to you. (Keep in mind that no matter 
which soundtrack is most familiar, the other ones may come into play sometimes too.) 

Critical Careless Caring 

Now pick a situation in your life that you’ve been either beating yourself up about or 
procrastinating on. Write what your critical soundtrack might say about this situation, then 
what your careless soundtrack might say, and then—you guessed it!—let’s hear what a caring 
soundtrack would sound like. 

For example: 
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Situation: I’ve been blowing off studying for my math test. 

Critical Soundtrack: You're blowing it. You’re totally going to fail the test. 

Careless Soundtrack: Why bother? You’re so behind anyway. 

Caring Soundtrack: It’s not hopeless. If you study some, you’ll do better than if you study 
none. Hey, that rhymed. Well, sort of. Anyway, go for it, and just get started. You can even see 
if someone in the class wants to study together. 

Now you try: 
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Situation: 


Critical Soundtrack: 


Careless Soundtrack: 


Caring Soundtrack: 
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Situation: 


Critical Soundtrack: 


Careless Soundtrack: 


Caring Soundtrack: 


Situation: 


Critical Soundtrack: 


Careless Soundtrack: 


Caring Soundtrack: 
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more to do 

This week, see if you can stay aware of which internal soundtrack is playing in your mind. If you 
catch yourself in a critical or careless mode, try upgrading to a caring one, and say something 
kind and encouraging to yourself. See if you can speak to yourself the way you wish other people 
spoke to you! 
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beating the body-image blues 

Most teens don’t like their bodies. Of course, there’s a wide range of what that dislike looks like. 
Some teens don’t like a certain part. Some don’t like a lot of different things. Some people 
obsess about and hate their entire body. But no matter what the level of dislike is, how sad is 
that? 

Imagine you had a friend who was working for you 24/7, doing all kinds of really important 
things. Imagine that friend was holding you up, helping you walk, breathe, laugh, sleep, read, 
listen to music, dream, feel love, digest food, and perform countless other miracles. 

Imagine that, after all that help and nonstop work, your response was to criticize this friend, 
call her names, and tell her you don’t like her or even that you hate her. Can you imagine that? 

Well, that’s what so many people do to their bodies. Our bodies constantly work for us, and 


22: BEATING THE BODY-IMAGE BLUES -1/6 


GETTING OVER OVEREATING FOR TEENS 


thanks to the media (the Internet, magazines, and TV, for example) which injects unhealthy, 
unrealistic messages into our minds every single day, most of us are not only forgetting to thank 
and appreciate our bodies, but walking around hating the amazing bodies we live in. Some kind 
of thanks that is! 

If you’re one of the rare teens who likes or even loves your body, good for you! Keep it up, 
and hopefully your healthy attitude will rub off on some of your friends. But if you’re one of the 
millions of people who dislikes, or despises, parts of your body—or all of it—let’s see if we can 
help you beat the body-image blues. 


for you to do 

Write an apology letter to your body. Take a minute to think about all the things you’ve done to 
your body that may have caused it harm, pain, or discomfort. This is not about beating yourself 
up. Everything you have done has been an attempt to meet important needs like comfort and 
approval. This activity is about apologizing to this “friend” you live with, one that does so much 
for you, every single minute of every single day! 
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For example: 

Dear Body, 

I’m sorry I ignore you when you’re hungry or thirsty sometimes. I’m sorry I stuff too much 
food into you when I’m sad or lonely or bored. I’m sorry I make you stay up too late when 
you’re tired. I’m sorry I forget to wear jackets sometimes and you get really cold. I’m sorry I’m 
so mean to you and always rag on you for the way you look. I’m sorry I hate on you a lot and 
call you names. 

Okay, now you try: 

Dear Body, 

I’m sorry 
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more to do 

Now, how about writing a thank-you letter to your body for all it does for you? Think about all 
the different parts and systems in your body, and thank as many as you can for the amazing 
things they do. 

For example: 
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Dear Body, 

Thank you for being strong and carrying me around all the time. Thank you for my eyes so 
I can see so many cool things. Thank you for my hands so I can pet my dog and write and type 
and do so many things. Thank you for my hair. I love how long it is. Thank you for my lungs 
so I can breathe. Thank you for my mind that helps me learn stuff in school. 

Now your turn: 

Dear Body, 

Thank you for 
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SECTION 3 

Befriending Your Body 

In this section, you’ll learn how to improve your relationship with your body and food so you 
don’t have to live in unhealthy extremes. 

hear from a peer 

I’ve been pigging out on food since I was a kid. I got teased at school a lot, and my parents 
were always fighting. I would just go into my room and play games and eat. I felt pretty numb, 
but I got a break from life. The hardest part was all the weight I put on. The more I gained, the 
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more I got teased and the more I wanted to stay in my room and check out. I got really 
depressed. My teacher was cool and got me to go see the school counselor. At first I thought it 
was lame. But he was a really cool guy and made it okay for me to talk. It was really hard talking 
about everything, but I got a lot out and I started doing way better. 

Jared 
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taking care of your body’s battery 

When you were really little, it was your parents’ job to take care of every single one of your 
needs. As you got older and more mature, you gradually started to take over more and more of 
your responsibilities and self-care. 

Many teens are pretty familiar with taking care of their gadgets and devices, whether it’s 
their phone, iPod, computer, or games—you know, your stuff! And even though it’s common for 
lots of teens to lose a charger or forget to charge up their stuff, for the most part, it’s all really 
important to them. 

Taking care of your body is kind of like taking care of your devices. In order for it to work 
well, you have to keep it properly charged. This means you try not to overcharge it or let it get 
completely drained. 
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How well are you taking care of your body’s battery? Let’s take a look. 

for you to do 

Check out this list of important areas we all need to keep “charged up.” Your parents might still 
be helping you in some of these areas. Some you might be starting to take more charge of, and 
some might be totally your responsibility. 

Put a check mark next to any area you think you’re taking good care of. Then circle any area 
where you think you might need some improvement: 


FOR YOU TO DO - 2 / 5 


GETTING OVER OVEREATING FOR TEENS 


□ Food: Making sure you eat a balance of various food groups (proteins, fats, and 
carbohydrates) every day 

O Preparing food: Learning how to make some meals and snacks on your own 

I | Water: Staying properly hydrated 

□ Sleep: Making sure you get enough sleep and have a reasonable sleep schedule 

□ Movement: Moving your body in ways you enjoy on a regular basis 

□ Rest: Making sure you get enough rest and downtime 

□ Feelings: Dealing with your emotions in healthy ways (not stuffing them down 
or blasting them out!) 

[~~1 Body hygiene: Showering or bathing and keeping your body clean 

□ Dental hygiene: Brushing and flossing your teeth 

□ Your room: Taking care of your room and keeping it in reasonable shape 

□ Substances: Avoiding mind-altering substances, and finding healthy ways to 
socialize, have fun, and deal with feelings 

□ Sexuality: Making sure you're safe, responsible, and able to set clear boundaries 
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more to do 

Write down any areas you circled above, and then write one thing you could do to improve your 
self-care in that area. 

For example: 

Area that could use improvement: Food 

One thing I could do to improve: Eat something before I leave for school so I don’t get so 
hungry during the day 

Area that could use improvement: Water 

One thing I could do to improve: Drink a few glasses of water during the day so I don’t get 
super thirsty 

Area that could use improvement: Dental hygiene 

One thing I could do to improve: Put the dental floss on my bathroom counter so I’ll see it 
and remember to use it 
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Okay, your turn: 

Area that could use improvement: 
One thing I could do to improve: _ 

Area that could use improvement: 
One thing I could do to improve: _ 

Area that could use improvement: 
One thing I could do to improve: _ 
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diet, riot, or be free 

You were not born with food rules. You (hopefully) got fed when you were hungry, and you 
probably pushed food away, or stopped eating, when you were full. Pretty simple, right? But 
then you met the culture, and the media, and all the people around you, and you got fed a bunch 
of food rules that may have made it very confusing to know what, when, and how much to eat. 

We’re all surrounded by a lot of mixed messages about “good” and “bad” foods and what a 
healthy portion really is. There are even people who take “healthy” eating so far that it actually 
becomes unhealthy! All this confusion can cause people to forget the intuition they were born 
with. 

Most overeaters have two modes when it comes to food: 

Diet: They restrict their food or think they should. 
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Riot: They rebel from their restrictions and overeat. 

The media gives us so many messages about restricting, dieting, and “good” or “bad” foods. 
And this leads a lot of people to rebel and go crazy on all the stuff they think (or have been told) 
they shouldn’t eat. 

So getting over overeating means learning how to let go of super strict food rules and how to 
stop rebelling against them—and then making your food choices from a deeper, healthier part 
inside you. You listened to that part at one time in your life, and you can get it back! It might be 
buried under a lot of restriction and rebellion but it is in there; you were born with it. 

Some people need outside help to find this healthy, intuitive part. This help could come from 
a trained dietitian, a nutritionist, a school nurse, a counselor, or even an adult in your life who is 
recovering from restricting or overeating. If you do get help, it’s really important to make sure 
it’s from someone who understands that strict dieting and extreme food rules aren’t going to 
help. Those are part of what causes overeating in the first place! 

for you to do 
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See if you can remember a time when you ate naturally, a time when you didn’t know about 
strict food rules and you didn’t overeat. 

For example: 

One teen remembers visiting his grandparents during summer vacations and being totally 
free. He wrote: I didn't trip about food. I didn't even really think much about it at all. We just 
ate meals and snacks and then played at the lake all day. 

What memory of freedom do you have from before you learned food rules and food rebellion? 
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What is your earliest memory of overeating to try to make painful feelings go away? 
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more to do 

Imagine you woke up tomorrow and had no desire to deprive yourself of food and no desire to 
overeat. You were free. What would you do with your time? What would you think about? What 
would you do with your feelings? What do you think you would eat? 
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What comes up when you think about being free from restricting and overeating? 
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understanding the cycle of overeating 

Some people overeat once in a while and it’s not a problem for them; it doesn’t cause them to 
hate themselves, feel ashamed, undereat, or continue overeating. Others struggle with 
overeating but are able to get themselves back on a healthy track; their overeating doesn’t lead 
to really big problems. But some people have a more serious problem with overeating. They may 
even want to make changes in their eating but find that they’re unable to. This can lead to a very 
painful cycle of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 

Here is what the cycle of overeating looks like for many people: 
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Crave, want, or 
need extra food 




Promise yourself to 
stop overeating 


Overeat and feel 
some pleasure 
or relief 



Feel regret, shame, 
overfullness, self-hate, 
depression, anxiety, or 
hopelessness 



If this cycle looks familiar to you, you’re not alone. Sadly, millions of people struggle with the 
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same painful pattern. Some go straight back to overeating after the shame hits them and don’t 
even think about stopping because it feels so hopeless. Sometimes they overeat more because 
they feel bad about overeating in the first place. 

People who struggle with unhealthy behaviors (like overeating, drugs, alcohol, cigarettes, or 
even gaming sometimes) usually mean well; they don’t want their behaviors to run or ruin their 
lives. They often want to stop, but they can’t or won’t or aren’t ready. Then they beat themselves 
up for their behavior and either promise to stop or cut back, and then they do it again. Not 
because they’re bad or weak, but because they have deeper problems that need deeper solutions. 

While someone who struggles with drugs or alcohol can stop using, someone who struggles 
with food can’t just stop eating. But you can stop overeating, bingeing, or restricting. And you 
can learn to stop criticizing or isolating yourself. And all of this will lead you to heal your 
relationship with food and improve many other areas of your life. 

for you to do 

If the cycle of overeating looks familiar to you, let’s take a look at how ready you are to break 
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free of it. (Remember, you’re not bad if you aren’t ready—and you can become ready even if you 
aren’t right now!) 

Complete the following sentences: 

I’m ready to break the cycle of overeating because: 


I’m not ready yet because: 
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Now write a pros and cons list including all the things you get from using food and all the 
hard parts about it. 

For example: 

Pros I get to check out and do whatever I feel like. I get to eat anything I want and as much 
as I want. I get a break from life for a while. 

Cons I feel horrible about myself after. I can’t fit into my jeans. I feel really gross. I get 
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teased sometimes because of my weight. 
Okay, your turn: 

Pros of using food: 


Cons of using food: 
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more to do 

On a separate piece of paper, write a letter to yourself that you can read when you’re thinking 
about overeating again. Include all the reasons your inner overeater is not likely to think of. 
(Remember, that part of you is like a salesperson for overeating.) Then put the letter in a safe 
place where it will be easy for you to find the next time the urge to overeat pops up. 
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what’s feeding your overeating? 

Hopefully by now you’ve learned some of the things that lead people to overeat. And hopefully 
you’ve also learned that overeating is not your fault. You have emotional pain and unmet needs 
and have been turning to extra food to try to deal with them. 

It isn’t your fault that you come from a culture that’s obsessed with thinness, exercise, and 
diets. It isn’t your fault that our culture gives us really confusing messages about what and how 
much to eat. You were taught every single thing you think about food, feelings, and fitness. And 
you can change your mind and learn new things if you’re ready. (My guess is, since you’re 
reading this, some part of you is ready!) 


for you to do 
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Check out this list of some different things that can cause someone to become an overeater. As 
you read through, put a check mark next to any you think might be contributing to your 
overeating. (And by the way, many people check every one.) 
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O Dieting or restricting certain foods or food groups 
I I Thinking you should be dieting or restricting (even if you're not) 

□ Being served supersized portions 
n Painful emotions 

O Negative thinking 

I I Family genetics (Addictive behaviors can be inherited.) 

I I Environment (You can learn the behavior from others.) 

□ Media messages about perfection, dieting, and overeating 

□ Addiction to using food as a drug 

□ Spiritual or deep emptiness 
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more to do 

Using the following sentence completion, fill in the first blank with one of the reasons you just 
checked and the second blank with an explanation of why you checked it. 

For example: 

Dieting fits for me because my mom and my grandma are always on diets and they talk 
about it all the time. They put me on a diet when I was fourteen, and I’ve been sneaking food 
ever since. 

Supersized portions fits for me because my family eats a ton of food. There's always junk 
food around, and eating is a really big deal in my family. 

Media fits for me because I’ve been looking at pictures of skinny models since I was really 
young, and I’ve always felt bad about my body. I think I eat over that. 

Addiction fits for me because I've been using food to stuff down my feelings since as far 
back as I can remember. Plus, there’s a lot of addiction in my family. 

Now you try: 
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fits for me because 


fits for me because 
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fits for me because 


fits for me because 


It’s important to remember that this isn’t a blame game. Just as you learned or inherited 
some of your unhealthy behaviors from other people, they learned or inherited theirs from other 
people too! This is about understanding the causes of your overeating so you can get better. 
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following the clues 

Another cool tool you can use to get over overeating is to follow the clues of your eating patterns 
and the foods you choose. It’s kind of like being a detective. Most people who overeat feel like 
they have to listen to their urge to overeat, and then they beat themselves up for overeating. 

What if there were another option? What if you could start to ask yourself some fact-finding 
questions as soon as you notice you want to overeat? (And if you miss that chance, you can still 
do your detective work while you’re eating or after you overeat. It’s never too late to check in 
about why you want to check out!) What if you could use the foods you choose as important 
clues that something else is going on? 


for you to do 
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Here’s how one teen followed the clues by responding to these questions. 

What happened right before you got the craving to overeat? 

I came home from school and my parents were arguing about my older brother. He’s been 
getting in a lot of trouble lately. 

What thoughts were you having right before you got the craving to overeat? 

I guess I was thinking I’m sick of hearing about it all the time. 

What feelings were you having right before you got the desire to overeat? 

Maybe lonely and pretty mad and a little worried about my brother. 

What do you think you are truly needing and wanting? 

I’ve been wanting to hang out with my dad. We have a project we were going to work on, 
but it feels like he never has time. My brother takes up a lot of his time. 

What do you think you might be trying to distract yourself from? 

Homework and feeling down. 

If you could do one thing that wouldn’t be unhealthy or harmful, or leave you feeling worse 
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afterward, what might that be? 

I guess I could call one of my friends to see if they wanted to hang out. Or go hang out with 
my cousins. 

The next time you have a craving to overeat, try answering these questions. You can even 
bookmark this page so it’ll be easy to find. Even if you still want to overeat after you write, 
hitting the pause button in the middle of a habitual pattern can help you learn so much about 
yourself and practice strengthening your healthy self while you’re at it. Over time, your healthy 
self will get stronger and become more in charge. 
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What happened right before you got the craving to overeat? 


What thoughts were you having right before you got the craving to overeat? 


What feelings were you having right before you got the desire to overeat? 


What do you think you are truly needing and wanting? 


What do you think you might be trying to distract yourself from? 


If you could do one thing that wouldn't be unhealthy or harmful or leave you feeling 
worse afterward, what might that be? 
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more to do 

How would you describe the foods you usually crave when you want to eat when you’re not 
hungry, or when you want to eat more than you know your body needs? Circle your choices, and 
add any others on the blank lines. 

Sweet 

Crunchy 

Comfort food 

Creamy 

My favorite cookies from when I was a kid 

The recipe my mom always made for me when I was sick 

My mom’s favorite recipe 


MORE TO DO - 5/9 


GETTING OVER OVEREATING FOR TEENS 


My dad’s favorite dessert 

The cookies my parents won’t let us keep in the house 


Now let’s dig deeper. Here are some clues other teens discovered: 

I always go for sweets. I guess I don’t have enough sweet things in my life. It’s all about 
school and homework and chores. I also never used to let myself eat anything sweet because I 
didn’t think I should if I want to lose weight, but I think that sets me up to eat too much. 

I always sneak cookies. My parents try to hide them, but I know where they keep them, 
plus I have money from working now. I think it’s kind of a way to say to my parents, ‘You 
can’t make me stop. I’m going to do what I want.” 

I’d always come home after school and go for comfort food. I learned in counseling that I 
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was trying to comfort myself. The only problem is I always felt worse afterward, and I woke 
up feeling horrible the next day. Now I do other stuff like art and games and read and talk to 
friends. It’s not the same high I used to get from pigging out, but I also don’t wake up feeling so 
low. 

I eat crunchy foods when I’m mad. 

I eat pasta and bread and donuts when I’m lonely or overwhelmed. 

I always go for variety. My life feels pretty boring, so when I overeat I want to make it fun 
and eat everything I can. The only bad part is how I feel afterward. Plus, I get in trouble for 
eating all the food in the house. 

Now your turn. Describe the foods you usually go for when you want to overeat. Then see if 
you can follow the clues by writing whatever conies to mind about why you crave that particular 
food. It may be connected to an important person in your life, whether it’s someone you have 
difficulty with or someone you’re close to. It may be that the taste or texture of that food is 
trying to meet an unmet need for you. For example, sweet foods might indicate a need for 
sweetness; comfort foods might mean you’re needing comfort; crunchy foods are sometimes an 
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indication of anger; lots of carbs might be a clue that you’re sad, lonely, bored, or even tired. So 
see if you can first come up with the typical foods you tend to overeat, and then try to guess 
what clues those foods might be pointing to. 
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Food I usually crave when I want to overeat: 
Possible clues:_ 


Food I usually crave when I want to overeat: 


Possible clues: 


Food 1 usually crave when I want to overeat: 


Possible clues: 


Food I usually crave when 1 want to overeat: 


Possible clues: 
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what number is your hunger? 

Like many people, you may sometimes decide to eat because it’s a certain time, or because other 
people are eating so you think you should too. (Though I bet you don’t always go to the 
bathroom if the person you’re with has to go. And I’m pretty sure you don’t always go to sleep at 
the exact time your friends and family members do!) 

To get over overeating, we need to learn how to listen to our internal physical hunger signals 
rather than emotional hunger or social pressure. Of course, there are times that we might decide 
to eat when we’re not totally physically hungry. For example, you might be heading off to school 
and won’t be able to eat for several hours, and you know you should give your body the fuel it 
needs. Or maybe you’re not totally physically hungry but your family has dinner reservations 
and you want (or need) to show up and participate. 
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The following hunger and fullness scale can help you check in with your physical hunger 
rather than check out with excess food or diet rules. It’s a scale you don’t have to step on, and 
you can carry it with you wherever you go. It weighs nothing and it lives inside you. The good 
news is that you don’t have to use it perfectly in order to do it well. (Phew!) You can learn how to 
tune in to your “hunger number,” and as you practice, you’ll get better at it! 

Hunger and Fullness Scale 

Hunger and Fullness Scale 

0 . 5 . 10 

Empty Neutral Stuffed 

The goal is to eat when you’re about a 3 on the scale and to stop eating when you’re about a 
7 - 

If you wait till you’re at o or 1 or 2 on the scale, that’s too long. When we get too hungry, we 
can’t really think clearly enough to make healthy choices, and we usually eat too much because 
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we’re so hungry. When you go for a 3 on the scale as your signal to eat, that means you’re not yet 
“starving,” but you do feel some physical symptoms of hunger. 

When you stop eating at about a 7 on the scale, this feels more like “comfortably satisfied” or 
“moderately full.” Of course, you don’t have to be perfectly precise. Even people who have no 
problems with food at all will sometimes eat a bit past a 7. They just don’t do it all the time, and 
they don’t do it because of feelings. They don’t feel ashamed or embarrassed about it, and they 
don’t skip meals the next day and throw off their whole system. 

Many people who struggle with overeating have been so cut off from their hunger and 
fullness that they don’t know when they’re truly physically hungry and when they’re comfortably 
satisfied or moderately full. If this is the case for you, it might take some time before you begin 
to notice your hunger and fullness signals. 

One thing you can do in the meantime is to feed yourself the way you would feed someone 
you really love. If you were taking care of loved ones, I’m sure you wouldn’t make them skip 
breakfast, eat a snack for lunch, and overeat after school and most of the night. I’d guess (or 
hope) you’d give them three really nice meals a day, with snacks if they were physically hungry. 
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for you to do 

Recognizing where you are on the hunger and fullness scale can be tricky, since many people 
tend to feel most of their emotions in their stomach (which is the same place they feel hunger), 
so it’s easy to get the two confused. But with practice, you’ll get better at identifying when you 
feel early signs of hunger, medium-strength hunger, and extreme hunger (which hopefully 
doesn’t happen very often!). 

Check in with your body now, and see if you can figure out where you are on the hunger and 
fullness scale. If you’re not used to tuning in to your hunger, you might not be sure at first. 
That’s okay; you can try again later. 


more to do 

As you go through the next few days, see if you can keep this hunger and fullness scale in mind. 
Practice noticing where you are on it, and try to eat at least a few meals when you are about a 3 
and stop when you are about a 7. 
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If you’re used to stuffing down your feelings with food, eating only a moderate amount when 
you’re physically hungry is likely to bring up feelings. But that’s why there are four sections in 
this book! Remember the stable table you read about in the introduction? You can learn to heal 
what you feel and pay no mind to your unkind mind. Then you’ll only need food only for 
physical hunger instead of emotional hunger. 

We either feel the feelings we’re eating over or we deal with the feelings we have from 
overeating. There are no other choices. You can do it, though. And the more you practice, the 
better you’ll get at it! 
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binge-busting questions 

Let’s say you realize you’re truly physically hungry and you’re trying to decide what to eat. And 
let’s say you know you want to stay out of those extremes you read about earlier— dieting or 
supersizing. 

These three questions can help you tune in and discover what your body really needs, rather 
than getting lost in the same old restricting and rebelling pattern. I call them “binge-busting 
questions.” 

■ What does the restrictor or dieter part of me think I should eat? 

■ What does the overeater part of me want to eat? 

■ What does my “healthy voice" or my “body wisdom” say? 
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I know you might not be used to checking in with your healthy voice or your body wisdom, 
so if you don’t get an answer right away, you can try asking yourself how you would feed 
someone else who doesn’t diet and doesn’t overeat (until you are one of those people!) 

for you to do 

See if you can give it a try. Whether you’re actually hungry or not, you can still give each part of 
you a voice. 

For example: 

The restrictor or dieter part of me thinks I should eat salad with low-fat dressing, fat-free 
crackers, and some fruit. 

The overeater part of me wants to eat everything—a bunch of cookies, chips, or ice cream. 

My “healthy voice” or my “body wisdom” says, “Maybe a sandwich and some chips and a 
cookie.” 

Now your turn: 
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The restrictor or dieter part of me thinks I should eat 


The overeater part of me wants to eat 


My "healthy voice" or my "body wisdom" says 


more to do 

To help you remember these three binge-busting questions, you could type them in your phone, 
write them on a piece of paper that you keep with you, or put them on a sticky note some place 
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you will see them everyday. Practice asking yourself these questions throughout the week when 
you’re getting ready to eat. See what happens when you let your healthy voice or body wisdom 
be in charge! 


MORE TO DO 
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culture-busting checklist 

Another tool that can help you get better at feeding your body in a healthy way is what I call the 
“culture-busting checklist.” Since our culture teaches us so many food rules that steer us away 
from knowing what our bodies really like, want, and need, this list of questions can help steer 
you back to what is truly right for your body. When you are getting ready to eat, ask yourself: 

Is it nutritious? 

Our bodies need protein, carbohydrates, and fats for different and important reasons. If we 
eat only carbs and never protein, we’re not going to feel good. If we don’t have any fats, our body 
isn’t going to be healthy. We need a balance of all the food groups. Not necessarily in every 
single meal, but overall we need to eat nutritious foods so our bodies function well. 

Delicious? 


30: CULTURE-BUSTING CHECKLIST -1/5 


GETTING OVER OVEREATING FOR TEENS 


We need to eat things we really enjoy so that our bodies feel satisfied. A salad with grilled 
chicken might be nutritious, but it might not be delicious enough to satisfy us. A bunch of 
donuts might taste delicious, but that’s not going to give our body good nutrition. 

Moderate? 

The word “moderate” means reasonable, not extreme or excessive. In order to be healthy, we 
need to eat a moderate amount of nutritious, delicious foods. Eating moderately means eating 
more than the restrictor part of you thinks you should eat and less than the overeater wants. It’s 
somewhere in that middle, reasonable, healthy range. Learning what a moderate amount is will 
take some practice, especially if you’re used to thinking you should eat only small amounts of 
healthy food and then overeat large amounts of junk food. But remember, we get better at what 
we practice! 


for you to do 

Try to imagine what a nutritious , delicious, moderate meal would be for you. 

Does a bowl of oatmeal, apple slices with peanut butter spread on them, and a glass of milk 
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sound like it would make the checklist? How about a turkey sandwich with lettuce, tomato, and 
mayo, some baby carrots, and two small cookies? What about a piece of barbecued chicken, 
some grilled veggies, half a baked potato with a moderate amount of butter and sour cream, and 
a cup of your favorite ice cream? 

See where I’m going with this? They all have some protein, fats, and carbs. And I don’t know 
about you, but they all sound pretty nutritious, delicious, and moderate to me. Of course, you 
have to pick the foods you like. You might be a vegetarian or hate carrots. You might have an 
allergy or sensitivity to a certain food. But hopefully you get the main point of eating meals that 
are nutritious, delicious, and moderate. So keep this culture-busting checklist handy, and see if 
some of your meals can make the cut! 

Write down a few sample meals that seem nutritious, delicious, and moderate to you: 
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more to do 

One time this week, try waiting till you are about a 3 on the hunger and fullness scale. Then eat a 
meal like one of the previous examples. It would include foods that are nutritious and will give 
you good energy. And it would include foods that taste really delicious to you. And it would be a 
moderate amount. It would leave you feeling about a 7 on the hunger and fullness scale. See how 
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it feels! 

What might get in the way of you having a meal that is nutritious, delicious, and moderate? 


What would help you do it? 
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flash forward 

Most people who are in overeating mode usually don’t stop to think about how they’ll feel after 
they eat. Much of the time, they don’t even care. They want food and they want it nowl Here’s 
where flash forward comes in. When you flash forward, you actually pause before you eat to 
think about how you’ll feel after you eat. You can still choose to overeat, but pausing in the 
middle of an automatic habit can really help you think through your choices and consequences. 
One teen I know playfully calls it: Contemplate your plate before it’s too late! 

When people overeat, there’s usually a short-term feeling of ahhh followed by a long-term 
feeling of owww. When we flash forward and decide to hold off on overeating, there may be 
some short-term difficult feelings to deal with, but in the long run, we end up feeling so much 
better in our bodies. We also build up the strength to face and handle whatever feelings we were 
wanting to stuff down with food, and we prove to ourselves that all cravings pass. 
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for you to do 

Here are some questions you can ask yourself to help you flash forward when you want to 
overeat. Keep them handy (perhaps in your phone or on a piece of paper) and try answering 
them the next time you get the urge to overeat. 

If I overeat now, I know I’ll feel... 

If I don’t overeat now, I think I’ll feel... 

What might be good about overeating now? 

What might not be so good about it? 

For example: 

If I overeat now, I know I’ll feel really full and bloated and bad about myself. 

If I don’t overeat now, I think I’ll feel better about myself in the morning but it might be 
hard for a while tonight. 
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an improvement on movement 

In addition to our culture giving us a lot of mixed messages about food, we also get a lot of 
confusing messages about exercise and movement. When you were little, you probably used 
your body to play without even thinking about it. Maybe you jumped rope at recess with your 
friends. Maybe you rode your bike or swam. Maybe you loved climbing trees or dancing or a 
playing a sport. 

We’re all born with a desire to move and rest our bodies. But then we start getting all the 
cultural messages about how we should exercise, work out, burn calories, burn fat, have six-pack 
abs...and for many people, all this pressure zaps the pleasure right out of moving their bodies. 
On top of all those messages, many teens find it way too easy to sit at home with their eyes glued 
to a screen. It sure is tempting! 
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Our bodies naturally need to move and to rest. And when we listen to our bodies, they’ll let 
us know how they want to move and how much they want to rest. It sounds simple, but in our 
checked-out, plugged-in, exercise-obsessed culture, it can be pretty hard to find a balance 
between moving and resting. But the good news is that you can learn! 

for you to do 

Write down some ways that you used to enjoy moving your body when you were little; for 
example, swimming, martial arts, dancing, bike riding. 
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Now imagine you had no issues with your body, your weight, or your skill level. How do you think 
your body might like to move? 

Here are some examples other teens came up with: 
fd like to take a yoga class or a kickboxing class. 

If I wasn't shy about my body, I’d take a dance class. 

My mom goes to Pilates and loves it. I might try it sometime. 
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My dad hikes a lot but I always feel too self-conscious to go. If I didn’t think I had to keep 
up or worry about how I looked, I'd go with him. 

I used to like going on bike rides. I think I'd like to do that again. 

What about you? 


more to do 
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Pick one thing to try in the near future and see if you enjoy it. If you do, maybe you’ll do it some 
more. If not, you can try something else on your list! 


MORE TO DO - 5/5 


GETTING OVER OVEREATING FOR TEENS 


33 

the natural way to your natural weight 

We humans are all made uniquely. Some people have brown eyes and some have blue eyes. 
Some people have dark hair and some light. Some are tall, others short. We all have many 
different traits that make us unique. Additionally, we all have a natural weight range that our 
bodies are meant to be within at any given time. 

There are many factors that can affect our natural weight range. For example, genetics (the 
natural weight of our parents, grandparents, and other ancestors) plays a part. Some 
medications affect hunger and fullness and can then impact our natural weight range. Regularly 
overeating affects our natural weight range because weTe eating more than our bodies truly 
need. And strict dieting or skipping meals can affect our natural weight because they throw off 
our metabolism. In fact, if we lose weight in an unhealthy way and go below our healthy range, 
our appetite and metabolism will adjust to try to get us back to that natural range, because it’s... 
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um...natural! 

So another important part of getting over overeating is making peace with your natural 
weight. Many people don’t like or want to accept their natural weight, so they try unnatural 
ways to lose weight. This usually backfires and leads them to overeat. Usually, the more people 
focus on losing weight, the more weight they end up gaining (or losing temporarily and gaining 
back!). But the more you focus on good health and treating yourself kindly and honestly, the 
sooner your body will find its natural weight in a natural way. 

Learning to treat your body with respect will lead you to your natural weight range and leave 
you with nothing to rebel against. Then you’re left with an important choice: you can either 
spend your life trying to look different than nature intended you to, or you can learn to live in 
acceptance and peace. 


for you to do 

Below is a list of guidelines that will lead you to your natural weight. Circle the ones you would 
like to be more in line with. 
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You eat for physical hunger, most of the time. (I say most of the time because we don’t 
have to be perfect!) 

You don’t go on strict diets or undereat to try to lose weight. 

You don’t take or do anything that suppresses your appetite. 

You don’t use, take, or do anything to try to get rid of what you eat. 

You don’t binge, and aside from an occasional overindulgence, you don’t overeat. 

You stop eating when you are comfortably satisfied, rather than stuffed. 

You move your body on a regular basis in ways that feel good to you. 

You don’t overexercise. 

You don’t underexercise. 
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more to do 

Okay, let’s take it further. Write down anything you just circled, and write one or more ways you 
could (and will) make a step in the direction of health: 

For example: 

Guideline: Eat for physical hunger 

Steps toward health: 17/ try to use the hunger and fullness scale tomorrow. 

Guideline: Don't undereat 

Steps toward health: I’ll eat breakfast and lunch tomorrow and see if that keeps me from 
overeating at night. 

Guideline: Don’t underexercise 

Steps toward health: The next time my mom or a friend asks me to take a walk, I’ll say yes. 
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Your turn: 

Guideline:_ 

Steps toward health: 


Guideline:_ 

Steps toward health: 


Guideline:_ 

Steps toward health: 


Guideline:_ 

Steps toward health: 
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SECTION 4 

Filling Up Without Feeling Down 


This section will help you identify some of the deeper ways to feed yourself that have nothing 
to do with food. You’ll learn how to live a more balanced life that will lead you to feeling truly 
satisfied. 


hear from a peer 

I never had a clue why I overate. I just craved a bunch of food all the time and felt so out of 
control. Once I started learning that there were important reasons I was overeating, it helped a 
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lot. I’m trying not to isolate myself so much and do more fun stuff, and that helps. 
Audrey 
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feeding your spirit 

It’s pretty easy in our fast-paced world to focus on feeding our bodies and feeding our minds. 
But if we want to get over overeating, we also have to feed the deeper parts of ourselves that 
can’t be seen, the parts of us that have nothing to do with the material world—our hearts and 
our souls. These are places that food won’t fill. If we overfeed our bodies, we might be full, but 
not truly fulfilled. If we feed only our minds, we might think and learn a lot, but we won’t be 
really satisfied. We all need to fill our spirits too, on a regular basis. 

When you truly feed your spirit, you feel better afterward. You feel truly filled up, and there 
are no negative or harmful consequences. 

for you to do 
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Check out this list of how some teens feed their spirits, and circle anything you might like to try 
or already do. You can use the blank lines to add your own ideas. 
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Work on a creative 
project 

Make a collage 
Paint 
Draw 
Swim 

Listen to music 
Sing 

Write songs 
Play the guitar 
Drumming 

Practice my instrument 
Watch a funny movie 
Do yoga or stretch 
Practice martial arts 
Be out in nature 


Hike 

Work in the garden 

Lie in a hammock 

Listen to the birds 

Write poems 

Write in my journal 

Make crafts 

Doodle in my doodle 
book 

Hang out with people 
I really love 

Walk my dog 

Play with my dog 

Lie in bed with my cat 

Read a book just for 
enjoyment 

Go to religious services 
or youth group 


Pray or think about a 
higher power 

Go camping 

Listen to a meditation 
CD or podcast 

Get a massage 

Take a bath 

Ask someone I love for 
a hug 

Write or think about 
things Pm grateful 
for 

Watch the sunset 
Any other ideas? 
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Any other ideas? 


more to do 

Pick one thing on the list that you’ll do in the next week. Really take the time to notice how it 
feels when you do it and notice how it leaves you feeling afterward. 
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which wolf are you feeding? 

There’s an old Native American story that has been told for many years about a grandfather who 
teaches his grandson an important lesson. He tells his young grandson that we all have a battle 
going on inside. He explains that the battle is between two “wolves” that live inside of us all. One 
wolf is evil. It is angry, jealous, regretful, greedy, self-obsessed, resentful, superior, inferior, 
dishonest, and guilty. The other wolf is good. It is joyful, peaceful, loving, hopeful, teachable, 
kind, understanding, generous, honest, and compassionate. 

The grandson thinks for a minute and then asks, “Which wolf wins the battle?” His 
grandfather replies, “The one that wins is the one you feed.” 

This story does a great job describing how human beings are made. We all have a huge 
variety of emotions and moods. And while we don’t have a choice about having all these 


35: WHICH WOLF ARE YOU FEEDING? -1/7 


GETTING OVER OVEREATING FOR TEENS 


different feelings, we do have a choice about which ones we “feed.” We can feed our negative 
thoughts (the things we don’t like about ourselves or our lives), or we can sometimes shift our 
focus to the things we love and feel grateful for. This will help feed and grow the loving, peaceful 
“wolf’ inside of us. 


for you to do 

These two lists include the qualities of each of the wolves in the story. As you read through 
them, circle the qualities that you have been feeding (or feeling) lately. Try not to be hard on 
yourself if you have been feeding the negative wolf. You can’t heal negativity with more 
negativity! 

Wolf number one: 

Angry 

Jealous 
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Regretful 

Greedy 

Self-obsessed 

Resentful 

Superior 

Inferior 

Dishonest 

Guilty 

A quick word about guilt: There are two types of guilt. One is a sign that we actually did 
something wrong. (We need this; it’s our conscience!) The other type is when we haven’t done 
anything wrong but still feel guilty. This just causes us to feel bad about ourselves. So watch out 
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for the second type, and try asking yourself when you feel guilty, Have I actually done anything 
wrong? 

Wolf number two: 

Joyful 

Peaceful 

Loving 

Hopeful 

Teachable 

Kind 

Understanding 

Generous 
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Honest 

Compassionate 

Which wolf have you been feeding more? 


more to do 

Now let’s take a few minutes to feed the second wolf: the loving and grateful part of you. When 
you feed this wolf, it gets bigger and stronger, and you’ll feel better about yourself and your life. 

First, write a list of anything or anyone you love. Then write a list of anything or anyone 
you’re grateful for. 

For example: 

I love: my room, my parents, my soft blanket, playing word games, watching movies, 
swimming, biking, Italian food, my best friend. 

I’m grateful for: my family, my room, living in a nice house, my new iPad. 
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Okay, your turn: 
I love: 


I’m grateful for: 
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stop “shoulding” on yourself! 

Do any of these statements sound familiar to you? 

“I shouldn’t have said that.” 

“I shouldn’t have done that.” 

“I shouldn’t have eaten that.” 

“I shouldn’t have stayed up so late.” 

“I shouldn’t be so shy.” 

“I shouldn’t have talked so much.” 
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“I should exercise more.” 

“I should do more.” 

“I should eat less.” 

“I should have a different body.” 

“I should be different than I am.” 

This kind of self-talk is playfully known as “shoulding” on yourself (although it sure doesn’t 
feel very playful!). Shoulding takes place in our minds; it’s like having an internal critic that tries 
to whip you into shape. People who should on themselves usually end up feeling anxious a lot of 
the time because they never think they’re good enough or doing enough. Others end up feeling 
pretty depressed and have a hard time getting themselves motivated. Some people bounce back 
and forth between anxious doing and depressed avoiding. (That’s when many people turn to 
overeating to try to get some relief.) 

Of course there are things we all need to do. For teens, that usually means homework, 
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chores, keeping curfew, and stuff like that. But shoulding on yourself is more about how you 
speak to yourself on the inside. The solution is to drop down from your head (the home of 
shoulding) to your heart. This is the wise part of you that knows what’s right and loving. It’s not 
the anxious whip of shoulding, and it’s not the rebellion of depression. Learning how to stop 
shoulding on yourself will help you feel so much better. 

When we live with a head full of shoulds, it’s not very fulfilling, so we are much more likely 
to turn to extra food to try to fill up and get a break. But when we live more from our hearts, 
we’re much more likely to be balanced and feel truly filled up, the kind of full that has no 
bloated, shame-filled hangover in the morning. 

for you to do 

Write a list of the things you often tell yourself you should or shouldn’t do. Notice how you feel 
inside as you write them down. 
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more to do 

Now try taking that twelve-inch drop from your head to your heart, and see if there are things 
you want to do or would really love to do (or stop doing). Even if nothing pops up right away, if 
you stay open to listening to your heart, things can change. When the mind is loud, it drowns 
out the heart, so as you keep practicing the activities in this book that help you quiet your 
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unkind mind, your heart will get easier to hear. 

For example: 

I really want to start painting again. I used to do it and I stopped. 

I want to take drumming lessons. I keep blowing it off when my dad brings it up, but I 
think I really want to do it. 

I want to quit playing soccer. I’ve been doing it for so long. It’s just what everyone thinks I 
do, but I really want to stop. 

I’d really like to be a dog walker, but I don’t know where to start. I guess I could ask my 
mom’s friend who does that for a living. 

Now your turn. Anything you truly want to do, or stop doing? No shoulding now! 
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balanced living leads to balanced eating 

Believe it or not, there are cultures that do not have the level of addiction, depression, and 
anxiety that we do. There are actually tribal cultures that live in a much more “unplugged” and 
natural way. They grow their own food. They regularly dance, sing, chant, and rest. They stay 
connected to the seasons and each other and themselves, and they live a rich spiritual life at a 
much more balanced pace. 

We, on the other hand, come from a culture of instant gratification: instant food, instant 
checkout, instant pictures, instant downloads, instant uploads, instant messaging, instant 
orders, instant web searches. The only problem is that this kind of pace isn’t natural. We’re 
supposed to have to wait sometimes. We’re supposed to slow down sometimes. We’re supposed 
to have quiet times. We’re supposed to have pain sometimes. We’re supposed to have all kinds 
of weather patterns inside us, just like we do outside. 
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It’s easy in today’s fast-paced world to get out of balance. Some teens are so busy they get 
tired just looking at their weekly schedules, let alone doing everything on them! Others feel like 
they aren’t really doing much of anything except hanging out on their screens and feeling pretty 
lonely. True health comes from being balanced—not too much, not too little; not too tight, not 
too loose. Living a balanced life not only leads to more peace, it can also lead to more balanced 
eating. This is because lots of people overeat as a result of their life being out of balance. 

Imagine you’re riding your bike along a path and you start to go a little too far to the right. 
Hopefully you’d gently steer yourself back to the middle of the path. You probably wouldn’t 
ignore it and crash your bike. Then as you continue riding along, you realize you’re veering off to 
the left. Again, you’d probably make a slight correction back to center. That’s how life is. 

Let’s say you realize you’ve been spending too much time alone. The healthy way to get more 
balance would be to reach out to someone and spend some time together or make a plan to meet 
up soon. Or let’s say you’re out a whole lot and not getting much sleep. The healthy thing would 
be to plan a night at home to catch up on stuff and get some rest. Healthy living is about finding 
balance; if we veer a bit too far in one direction, we realize it and make a change. 
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Let’s see if your life feels a little (or a lot) out of balance, and then get you back to center! 

for you to do 

Take a look at the columns below. On the left, you will see some areas of life that are at one 
extreme, and on the right is a list of areas that are at the opposite extreme. Circle anything that 
describes your behavior. 
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Too Far Left 


Going out too much 

Not thinking about your body 
Eating too much junk food 
Not getting enough sleep 
Schedule is too structured and full 
Too much play time 
Too much activity 
Too busy 

Obsessed with school and grades 

Too much socializing 

Anxious about responsibilities 

Needing everything in your room to 
be perfect 

Too much planning 
Spending too much money 
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Too Far Right 

Staying home too much and isolating 
yourself 

Being obsessed with your body 

Not letting yourself have any fun foods 

Sleeping too much 

Bored and not enough to do 

Not enough play time 

Not enough activity 

Too much relaxing 

Not caring about school and grades 

Too much alone time 

Being irresponsible 

Not taking care of your room 

Not enough planning 

Not treating yourself to anything special 
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more to do 

Looking at the areas you circled, write one or more ways you could find more balance in your 
life. Remember, if you realize you’re out of balance in an area, you can turn your wheel slightly 
toward the center; you don’t need to overcorrect and crash your bike! Sometimes a small 
adjustment can make a big difference. 

For example: 

Area that’s out of balance: Schedule is too structured 

I could get more balance by: Cutting back on my after-school job. Four days a week is too 
much. I’m going to tell them I can only do three days a week. 

Area that’s out of balance: Too busy 

I could get more balance by: Asking my parents if I can drop one of my weekly lessons so I 
can hang with my friends more. I’m taking dance, soccer, and piano! 

Area that’s out of balance: Too much alone time 

I could get more balance by: Seeing if someone wants to do something this weekend, or 
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taking my parents up on one of their offers to go to a movie 
Area that’s out of balance: Not getting enough sleep 

I could get more balance by: Picking a time to turn off my phone and TV and sticking to it 
so I’m not so wiped out in the morning 

Area that’s out of balance: Spending too much money 

I could get more balance by: Saving some of my allowance and asking my mom to put some 
of my paycheck into the bank each week 

Okay, your turn: 
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Area that's out of balance: _ 
I could get more balance by: 


Area that's out of balance: _ 
I could get more balance by: 


Area that's out of balance: _ 
I could get more balance by: 


Area that's out of balance: __ 
1 could get more balance by: 


Area that's out of balance: _ 
I could get more balance by: 
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fat chat is not where it’s at 

Some people don’t spend a whole lot of time thinking about their bodies. They appreciate what 
their bodies do for them, and they take good care of them. But other people spend a ton of time 
thinking about and talking about their bodies and other people’s bodies too. Unfortunately, we 
live in a culture that places a huge amount of focus on bodies, weight, and food. So there’s a 
really good chance you’ve heard or participated in what I call “fat chat.” 

Fat chat is when people talk about food, fat, or other people’s bodies in a negative way. Even 
positive comments about bodies can sometimes be fat chat because of the focus on looks and the 
pressure it causes, making people think they need to look a certain way. When we tell someone 
she looks like she’s lost weight, we usually think of that as a compliment but we have no idea 
how she lost her weight. Maybe that person has been starving herself, or overexercising, or 
mistreating her body in some other way. 
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Here are a few examples of fat chat: 

“I’m so fat.” 

“She’s so skinny.” 

“I’m trying not to eat any carbs.” 

“He has a perfect six-pack.” 

“My abs are gross.” 

“She’s so good because she exercises all the time.” 
“Wow, did you see how much she’s eating?” 

“She gained so much weight!” 

“Do you think I look fat?” 
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Lots of times people bond over fat chat, but it actually sets up an unhealthy competition and 
always leaves somebody feeling bad or scared of being judged. 

The good news is that you do not have to participate! You can decide not to do fat chat, just 
like you can decide not to be racist toward people or cruel to animals, even if others are. 

for you to do 

Below are some ways you can stop fat chat. Circle any you’re willing to try, and add any others 
you can think of: 

Don’t join in if others are doing fat chat. 

If someone says something unkind about someone else’s body, say, “I think she (or he) is 
fine just the way they are.” 

If someone makes a joke about the size or shape of someone else’s body, don’t laugh. 

Tell the fat chatters, “I’m really trying not to talk so much about dieting and weight.” 
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If someone tries to convince you to go on some strict diet, say, “I’m really trying to listen 
to my body and eat what feels right to me.” 

If someone is doing fat chat, say, “I’m uncomfortable with this kind of talk.” 

If someone else is talking about some food being “bad,” or “fattening,” you could think, I 
love this food. A healthy amount is fine for me. Or you could say it out loud. 
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more to do 

The next time you catch yourself wanting to fat chat about someone else, stop yourself and say 
something kind about that person instead (or say nothing at all). And the next time you want to 
do fat chat on yourself (like “I’m so fat” or “My thighs are gross”), see if you can stop yourself 
and say something nice, or just notice what emotions you’re feeling. 
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wild horses, buzzing bees, flittering flies, nasty 

gnats 

Getting over overeating is a process that takes time. When someone struggles with a strong 
craving to overeat, those cravings can feel as powerful as wild horses. The thoughts can feel 
impossible to tame or quiet down. But over time, if you keep practicing the activities you’ve been 
learning in this book, you’ll find that your cravings have less and less power. 

After a while, the thoughts that try to convince you to overeat will start to feel more like 
buzzing bees. Bees can be painful and annoying, but they aren’t as strong as wild horses. As you 
keep practicing everything you’ve been learning, your cravings to use food will become even 
weaker, more like flittering flies. When this happens, you’ll have more peace and quiet inside 
you and more choice about whether to obey every thought that pops up in your mind. Over time, 
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the desire to overeat will show up only once in a while (maybe when life feels really hard), and 
it’ll feel more like little nasty gnats that you can just shoo away. 

Then, if you keep going, someday you can be completely free of all cravings to overeat. You’ll 
eat nutritious, delicious foods in moderate amounts, and you’ll hang out with other people, do 
fun things, chill by yourself, go to school, and do the things you need to do. 

These stages happen differently for everyone. Some teens move pretty quickly through them. 
For others, it takes longer. It depends on the issues that caused their overeating in the first 
place, how long they’ve been doing it, how much help they get, how often they practice their new 
tools, and how ready they are. But everyone can get free. There might be some forward steps 
and some backsliding at times, but if you keep going and don’t give up, you can get over 
overeating! 


for you to do 

Check out the stages that represent the power of your cravings to overeat. 
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Wild Horses: This is when the cravings to overeat feel super strong and even impossible to 
resist. 

Buzzing Bees: At this stage, the cravings to overeat feel less strong than they did. It’s still 
really hard to ignore or disobey them, but they have a little less power. 

Flittering Flies: This is when the cravings to overeat are less powerful and less frequent. You 
even have lots of times when you have a choice about whether you pay attention to them. 

Nasty Gnats: This stage is when you spend most of your time totally free from the craving to 
overeat. You eat when you’re physically hungry, and you stop when you’re comfortably satisfied 
or moderately full. Once in a while, the old urge to use food returns, but it doesn’t have much 
power, and you can just shoo it away like a little gnat. Even if you do overeat on occasion, it’s 
not too much and it doesn’t last very long. If it was a social reason, you get right back to 
moderate eating; if it was an emotional reason, you quickly follow the clues and address your 
feelings in healthy ways. 
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Freedom: This is when you’re free from the desire to use food like a drug. You have many 
other ways to handle hard feelings, and you have lots of ways that you get filled up in your life 
that have nothing to do with food. You enjoy eating but not overeating, and you’re able to deal 
with feelings and life and relationships without using food. 

Write down the stage you see yourself in right now and why you chose that stage. 

For example: 

Buzzing Bees: I was in Wild Horses when I started reading this book, but I’ve had a few 
times recently when I didn’t overeat and I did something else instead. 
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more to do 

Take a look back through this book, and pick one activity that you think could help you move a 
little closer to freedom. Write that activity in the space below, and write one thing you’ll do to 
practice it this week. 

For example: 
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Riding the Waves of Emotion (activity 3)—I’ll notice what I’m feeling more and do some 
journaling when I want to overeat. 

Say What You Mean but Don’t Say It Mean (activity 11)—I’ll write about the problem I’m 
having with a friend. If writing doesn’t help, I’ll decide if I want to speak to her or write to her. 
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staying warm in a storm 

40 

There are times in life when we all need a little support, or sometimes a lot. If it’s raining out, we 
might need a raincoat. If the power goes out, we might need a flashlight. If it’s a huge thunder 
and lightning storm, we might need some comfort. Then the storm passes, and we go back to 
our normal routines. 

As you get over overeating and continue to practice the activities in this book, you might 
start to notice that there are times when you just go about your day and don’t need extra food in 
the same way you used to. (Maybe your desire to overeat has only the power of nasty gnats that 
day, or maybe you even feel free!) 

Then a “storm” in life comes. It could be a small storm, like a little conflict with someone or 
an extra homework assignment when you already feel overwhelmed. Or it could be a huge 
storm, like the death of someone you love, or finding out that your parents are getting divorced 
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or your best friend is moving to another state. That’s when we need extra support to keep us 
warm in the storm. 

When people are in the Wild Horses stage of healing, they usually turn to food when life gets 
hard. But as we go through the process of getting over overeating, we start reaching out for 
healthy support when things get hard, instead of reaching for extra food. Then the storms pass 
(as they always do), and we see that we can get through the hard parts of life without hurting 
ourselves in the process. Overeating is a way to try to help ourselves but it also ends up hurting 
us. Turning to safe support helps you get through the storms in life without hurting yourself, 
your body, or your self-esteem in the process. 

for you to do 

The following list has a bunch of different ways that some teens (and adults too) stay warm in a 
storm. It’s like when we get a tech person to help with a broken computer or go to the dentist for 
a toothache. Even if our computer is working fine, we still have to do regular updates. Even if we 
don’t have a toothache, we (hopefully) brush our teeth regularly and go to the dentist for 
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cleanings. So it’s good to have a list of tech people and dentists. This list has many things you 
can do in stormy weather—and in calm weather too! 

Check out this list, and circle anything that you might consider doing when you need some 
support: 

Talk to a counselor you like and trust. 

Talk to a family member or friend you feel really safe with and understood by. 

Ask an adult you trust to help you find a counselor to talk to. 

Ask a school counselor about local support groups you might be interested in. 

Journal your thoughts and feelings, and then write back a really kind note with all the 
things you’d like to hear. 

Do some of the exercises in this book. 

Read another book that is uplifting to you. 
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Listen to a helpful podcast. (You could do a search for “mindfulness” or “relaxation” or 
“recovery from emotional eating” or “anxiety” or “depression.”) 

Check out an app for recovery from overeating or emotional eating or binge eating. 

Reach out to an old friend you’d like to reconnect with. 

Ask a family member or friend to do something with you that you enjoy doing. 

Remind yourself that all painful feelings pass, and if you do any of the above and don’t harm 
yourself in anyway, they’ll pass even sooner! 

more to do 

Look through the ideas you circled, and write one thing you’ll do this week and one thing you’ll 
think about doing soon. 
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Great job! I hope you’ll give yourself lots of credit for checking out this book and for 
whatever you read and wrote. Getting over overeating is a process, not a quick fix. It takes time 
and effort to unlearn unhealthy patterns and to learn and practice new ones. But you can do it. 
You deserve to have a life in which you’re free to feel whatever you feel, think good thoughts 
about yourself, eat what you love in healthy amounts, move your body in ways you enjoy, and 
feel truly filled up. I wish this for you. 
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